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Right to Life Group 

Money Was Not Earmarked , Sen. Gramm Explains 


By Ruth Marcus 

Washington Poet Staff Writer 

In the week before the November election, 
the National Republican Senatorial Commit- 
tee, which raises and distributes money to Re- 
publican Senate candidates, contributed 
$175,000 to the National Right to Life Com- 
mittee, federal election records show. 

The contributions came at a time the Sen- 
ate committee knew it had or was about to 
spend the maximum allowed on behalf of Re- 
publican candidates in close races. With con- 
trol of the Senate up for grabs, the donation 
allowed the National Right to Life Committee 
to fund get-out-the-vote efforts the Senate 
committee hoped would help tip the balance in 
Republicans' favor, according to Sen. Phil 
Gramm (R-Tex.), who chaired the NRSC. 

Federal election law experts said such con- 
tributions involve a murky area of election law 
but use of the contributions to help Republi- 
cans win key Senate races could constitute an 
evasion of the maximum spending limits for 
party committees or an improper use of "soft 
.money” donations from corporations and 
wealthy individuals. Corporate contributions 
Mil bpptributions over a specified dollar lim- 
1‘^oft money” that was used to make 
tthfe $175(000 donation — cannot be used in 
^iff^it^|ais0|Etions. 

' , Gramm offered a lengthy explanation of his 
decision to contribute to the Right to Life 
Committee at lunch Friday with Washington 
Post reporters and editors. In the closing days 
of the election, as races tightened in states 
like Pennsylvania and Minnesota and the Sen- 
ate committee found itself with extra money, 
he said, “I made a decision ... to provide 
some money to help activate pro-life voters in 
some key states where they would be pivotal 
to the election.” 

■ Gramm later telephoned a reporter to say 
' he had been mistaken in his explanation. He 
-noted- “the rules under which you contribute to 
gtpups like this through pphtical committee 
are very strictly set” and said the money was 
not given for any particular purpose but only 



. . “confused” in account. at Post lunch 


because the Right to Life Committee’s “mes- 
.sage conformed to the Republican message.” 
Electiorilawyers said Gramm’s initial expla- 
nation:raised'?potential legal difficulties,-?, 

“You can’t do indirectly what youcap’t do 
directly,”' said Kenneth Gross, a fofmeren- 
forcemeribchief nt the Federal Election Com- 
; missipirr”The bottom line is that you just can’t 
i. blithe rules and regulations about influ- 
elections by running money 
nonprofit organization” 
cautioned that facts about the purpose 
of the funds would needdp be known 
f befime making a final determination, but add- 
/ed^jfTheu- activity tajkep^s a whole certainly 
^ runs the risk that it wdMn facfcfised to influ- 
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ence the outcome of the election and this was 
nothing more than a circuiting of that rule.” 

Donald J. Foley, executive director of the 
Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee, 
the Democratic counterpart of the NRSC, said 
the NRSC’s action was “a transparent means 
of affecting a race beyond the limits imposed 
by the law.” 

In interviews last week, NRSC and National 
Right to Life Committee officials said the 
money — the only contribution the NRSC 
made during the 1994 campaign to such an ad- 
vocacy group — was not earmarked. 

NRSC communications director Gordon 
Hensley said the Senate committee “routine- 
ly” contributes “to charitable, good govern- 
ment activities” and the timing of the dona- 
tions the week before the Nov. 8 
election— $50,000 Oct. 31, $50,000 Nov. 1, 
$60,000 Nov. 3 and $15,000 Nov. 4— was be- 
cause “the NRSC simply had more funds avail- 
able at the time.” 

National Right to Life Committee Execu- 
tive Director David O’Steen said the money 
was a “general contribution” for “our ongoing 
educational, legislative citizen awareness ac- 
tivities” and not used for any specific purpose 
in the election. 

The National Right to Life Committee can 
engage in general voter education and voter 
turnout efforts, so long as it does not advocate 
election or defeat of a particular candidate. 
Because it is not a political committee, it does 
not have to report those expenditures to the 
FEC. 

FEC figures show the NRSC’s separate po- 
litical action committee (PAC) also spent 
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$107,000 cm behalf of Republican Senate can- 
didates in the dosing days of the 1994 elec- 
tion. 

The Right to Life Committee would not 
have been allowed to transfer the money to its 
PAC and O’Steen said the timing of the NRSC 
donation and the spending by the Right to Life 
Committee PAC was “absolutely” a coinci- 
dence. 

In a letter accompanying each of the dona- 
tions, NRSC General Counsel Edwina Rogers 
cautioned the National Right to Life Commit- 
tee that the contribution “should be used for 
good government activities that are consistent 
with your organization’s not-for-profit charac- 
ter” and that “utihzmg any of this money in 
any way to influence a federal election is 
strictly prohibited.” 


Rogers's letter went to the director of the 
Right to Life Committee PAC, Carol Long, 
who said she was not involved in sohdting or 
handling the contribution but Rogers probably 
wrote her “because I work with the senatorial 
committee on other things.” 

Gramm, at the luncheon, said the donations 
were prompted by fears Republican Senate 
candidates in key states were on the verge of 
defeat, titing the races, ultimately successful, 
of Rodney D. Grams in Minnesota and Rick 
Santorum in Pennsylvania. 

For example, he said, “the Minnesota race 
turned on us in the last 20 days and ... I 
made a dedsion that we were on the verge of 
losing that race. Pennsylvania turned on 
us. . . . And the focus of this expenditure was 
trying to get into those states where we 
thought it made a difference.” 

According to FEC reports, as of Oct. 25, 


1994, the NRSC had spent nearly all of the 
$385,528 it was permitted to spend in Minne- 
sota and nearly all the $1.07 million permitted 
for Pennsylvania. 

“The focus of this expenditure was trying to 

The national committee's 
“message conformed to 
the Republican 
message 

—Sen. Phil Gramm (R-Tex.)0 

get into those states where we thought it 
made a difference,” Gramm said. “At the end 
of '94 it was clear to me that we were going to 


win or lose in a handful of states by a small 
number of votes.” 

Later, describing the November election as 
“a long time ago” and saying he authorized the 
contributions when he was traveling constant- 
ly on behalf of Senate candidates, Gramm said 
he had been “confused” in his account at The 
Post lunch. He said he had mixed up other vot- 
er mobilization efforts with the general contri- 
bution to the Right to Life Committee, which 
was simply “to help them reinforce their mes- 
sage.” 

James Wagoner, vice president of the Na- 
tional Abortion Rights Action League, said 
Gramm’s decision to give so much money to 
one group suggested he was seeking to curry 
favor with the antiabortion movement for his 
1996 presidential bid, an accusation Gramm 
denied. 

In earlier elections, the Republican Senate 


committee made similar contributions to out- 
side groups. In a complaint pending before the 
FEC, the Democratic Senate Campaign Com- 
mittee accused the NRSC of engaging in ille- 
gal spending practices in the 1992 runoff elec- 
tion for the Senate in Georgia between 
Democrat Wyche Fowler and the eventual Re- 
publican victor, Paul Coverdell. 

In that case, the NRSC made $122,000 in 
soft money contributions to the Right to Life 
Committee and three other conservative 
groups between Nov. 10 and Nov. 18, 1992, 
after the general election but before the Geor- 
gia runoff. 

The DSCC alleged the groups “apparently 
put the NRSC’s money to use in the Georgia 
runoff.” 


Researcher Ann O’Hanlon contributed to 
this report. 



